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After Afghanistan: Soviet Relations With the Smaller States of
South Asia -

A number of recent events—-most notably the Soviet withdrawal
from Afghanistan—have subtly reoriented South Asian politics,
creating opportunities that Moscow could exploit to enhance its
position with the smaller states of the region: Bangladesh, Nepal,
and Sri Lanka. Nonetheless, traditional regional alignments, atti-
tudes, and conditions should minimize Soviet gains in the near term.
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After Afghanistan: Sovicl
Relations With the Smaller
States of South Asia [

The USSR has recently initiated a campaign to
improve its relations with the small states of South
Asia, which had been relatively ignored by Soviet
foreign policy in the past. Visits to Moscow by the
foreign ministers and heads of state of Bangladesh,
Nepal, and Sri Lanka may occur.! The Soviets have
made new proposals for improved trade, loans, and
development projects and have even made some offers
of grant aid. Soviet officials have stated their desire to
expand ties to the small states,

New Opportunities

Although certainly not atypical of current Soviet
diplomatic strategy, these gestures are built to a large
extent on the opportunities created by specific region-
al events. By far the most important of these has been
the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan,
completed on 15 February 1989. The Soviet invasion
was a severe obstacle to the USSR'’s relations with the
small states of South Asia, because it demonstrated
an apparent disregard on Moscow’s part for the
sovereignty of weaker neighbors, while simultaneously
introducing Soviet ground forces directly into the
region. The occupation of Afghanistan also hurt
Soviet efforts by antagonizing the United States and
the People’s Republic of China, traditional benefac-
tors of the small South Asian states. The decision to
disengage from Afghanistan and the USSR’s obser-
vance of the Geneva Accords removed these stum-
blingblocks, while presenting Soviet diplomats in
South Asia with something they could cite as proof
that Gorbachev’s “new thinking” is more than just a
public relations campaign.

The death of Pakistani President Zia in August 1988
and the subsequent democratization that brought
Benazir Bhutto to power complemented the Soviet
withdrawal by leading to a thaw in Indo-Pakistani

' Soviet interaction with the other two small states of South Asia—
Bhutan and the Maldives—is almost nonexistent and thus is not

addressed in this aniclc-

and Soviet-Pakistani relations. As India’s longstand-
ing foe, Pakistan has been historically viewed by the
smaller states of the region as a counterweight to
India, and, on many issues of regional importance,
Pakistan has championed the cause of the other South

Asian nations.-

Finally, the decline in US aid to Bangladesh, Nepal,
and Sri Lanka has contributed to the perception of a
somewhat diminished US presence in the region.
the prevailing
impression 1n South Asia 1s that the United States will
lose interest in the region as its attention to Afghani-
stan wanes in the aftermath of the Soviet troop

withdrawal._

Old Obstacles

In taking advantage of these opportunities for im-
proved relations with Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri
Lanka, the Soviets face a number of longstanding
obstacles. By far the most important of these is the
Indo-Soviet “special relationship.” India is perceived
as the great external threat by every other nation in
the region. Fear of India and its aspirations to
regional hegemony figure significantly in all foreign
policy considerations in Dhaka, Kathmandu, and Co-
lombo. India’s continuing arms buildup (it now fields
the fourth-largest military in the world) makes its tiny
neighboring countries very uncomfortable, and its
military intervention in the Maldives and Sri Lanka—
even though by invitation—has fueled anxiety over
Indian intentions. This uneasiness is only exacerbated
by the security treaties India has signed with each of
these states, some of which reserve to New Delhi the
right to intervene in the event of internal unrest. New
Delhi supports opposition parties within each of these
nations and provides a base for a number of South

Asian insurgencies. -




To tiie smalier South Asian countries, New Delhi and
Moscow are nearly synonymous because of substan-
tial Indo-Soviet trade connections, Soviet develop-
ment aid, and arms sales. Soviet-Indian collusion is a
staple of the press in these states. South Asians note
Soviet support for Indian actions in the Maldives and
Sri Lanka and corresponding Indian support for the
Soviet-backed regime in Afghanistan-

India itself attempts to limit Soviet involvement in the
region. New Dethi jealously scrutinizes Soviet activi-
ties in South Asia to ensure that the USSR is not
attempting to undermine India’s regional leadership
and carve out a sphere of influence distinct from that
of India. The combination of these two factors—the
distrust of the small states because of the Indian
“taint” and the unwillingness of India to allow Mos-
cow to play too great a role—is the foremost obstacle
to significant improvement of the Soviet position.

The extreme poverty of the region dictates that
economics will be a critical factor in any expanded
relationship between the USSR and the small South
Asian states. This could be an opportunity for the
USSR to attempt to fill the gap being left by declin-
ing American aid to the region. However, the Soviets
have indicated that their own economic restructuring
is their first priority, and Foreign Minister Shevard-
nadze has called for Soviet foreign policy to be cost
effective. Thus it is unlikely that the Soviets would be
willing to divert significant financial resources to
entice these countries. Moreover, Dhaka, Colombo,
and Kathmandu will take what they can get, but they
regard Moscow’s technology as outdated, its methods
as impractical, and its aid as having too many strings
attached. Even in the area of military sales, growth is
unlikely. Soviet weaponry and maintenance are con-
sidered inferior to those of the West, and India has
often managed to block arms sales to its smaller
neighbors.

The same holds true in other areas of contact. Cultur-
al exchanges with Moscow draw little enthusiasm
from Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri Lanka, and scholar-
ships to study in the USSR are viewed as only better
than no schooling at all. Degrees from Soviet schools
are not considered attractive or even adequate by
many potential employers, and graduates of Soviet
programs have little or no impact in their native
countries,

Another obstacle to improved relations is the small
states’ perception of Soviet meddling in their internal
affairs. Sizable Communist parties with well-estab-
lished ties to Moscow can be found in each, many
with long histories of hostile opposition to the govern-
ment. The USSR disseminates propaganda and disin-
formation through its assets in the local press and
political circles. Moreover, each country has a litany
of specific incidents of Sovici interierence in domestic
matters—from a Soviet military attache in Nepal who
never presented his credentials to the Nepalese Gov-
ernment to disaffected Bangladeshis receiving para-
military training in the USSR. -

In general, the area has a pronounced preference for
the United States and the West. Many local elites
were educated or have lived in the West. The Soviets
have not often conducted themselves courteously to-
ward them. For example Jii B .

Ilmany officers of the Royal
Nepalese Army are frustrated and insulted by the
patronizing attitude of the Soviets who, they claim,
are interested only in telling the Nepalese what they
need and how to do things. Finally, the sentiment that
a free market system, rather than a socialist one, is
the path to prosperity seems to prcvail.-

Bangladesh

Gratitude for Soviet support of Bangladesh’s indepen-
dence in 1971 turned to resentment of Moscow’s
seeming collusion with an arrogant and overbearing
India, and Soviet-Bangladesh relations settied into a




Communist Parties in the Small South Asian States:
Declining Fortunes

A commonly heard expression in Bangladesh is that
“sohen it rains in Moscow, members of the Commu-
nist Party of Bangladesh in Dhaka put up their
umbrellas.” This sentiment is a fairly accurate im-
pression of the various Communist parties of these
countries in that the USSR heavily influences their
actions. However, all are riven by factionalism, and
this, together with a pervasive cultural and religious
bias against Communist ideology, serves to limit the
popularity and influence of the Communist parties.

Of all the Communist parties in the small South
Asian states, the Communist Party of Bangladesh is
probably the largest, with a membership we estimate
to be between 8,000 and 12,000, although party
leadership claims nearly 20,000 members. In Sri
Lanka, the Communist party is a member of the year-
old United Socialist Alliance. Although its members
probably make up only 20 10 30 percent of its total
and are not represented in the top leadership, the
Communists exercise an influence over the Alliance
out of proportion to their size because of the extensive
backing they receive from Moscow. Within the Sri
Lankan insurgent movement a great deal of lipservice
is paid 10 Marxism; however, the overwhelming moti-
vation of groups such as the Janatha Viukthi Pera-
muna and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam—
the most important and violent Sinhalese and Tamil
groups, respectively—is nationalism rather than
Communism, and we do not believe the USSR pro-
vides support to either group. The 2,500-member
Communist Party of Nepal (CPN) is severely split
among the pro-Moscow and the Maoist and Trotsky-
ite factions. Probably only 1,500 to 2,000 are mem-

bers of the pro-Sovielfactions.-

Facticnalism is the dominant fact of life in the
Cor+munist parties of these various countries, with
almost any petty grievance or clash of personalities
likely to result in further splintering. In the 1980s,
the parties have had increasing difficulty generating
support, and membership ranks are filled almost
exclusively by disaffected young intellectuals frus-
trated by the poverty, rigid social system, and By:zan-
tine politics of their societies. The British military
attache at Kathmandu believes that the only reason
the CPN has any membership at all is that, in a
country where all political parties are illegal, the
organization of the CPN and its ability to function
Just outside the law attracts those who seek a vehicle
for their opposition to the government ’s policies. He
Fimad

Sfurther sugoests that, were political parties legalized,

the CPN would quickly disintegrate.-

Never terribly important, the various Communist
parties are gradually losing whatever influence they
do possess. But, as their strength wanes, Soviet
influence in their operations is growing. Moscow has
long been a ready source of. funding, using this
largesse not only as a method of controlling pro-
Soviet factions but also as a means of enticing other
Marxist factions to join the Soviet flock. Lately, as
outside contributions to the parties have declined,
Soviet aid has become a greater proportion af operat-
ing budgets. In return, Moscow probably hopes to buy
leverage with them to support its diplomatic efforts in
the region, which will be best served if local Commu-
nists adopt a less confrontational stance and assume
a lower profile while building grassroots support

outside the public spollight.-




jong chiii. Since 1986, however, the reiationship has
thawed notably. Dhaka had vociferously expressed
distress about the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and
it welcomed the withdrawal of forces. Soviet financial
support for the Communist Party of Bangladesh
(CPB) and for the opposition Awami League has
recently declined, and,

oscow encouraged the CPB to partici-
pate in the 1986 parliamentary elections—something
that pleased President Ershad by aiding his efforts to
build democracy in Bangladesh. Trade between the
two countries has been slowly increasing, and Dhaka
has agreed to buy two An-32 transport planes to
replace its aging An-26s. Moreover, in a country
where anti-Indian and anti-Soviet sentiment is so
strong that being labeled pro-Indian or pro-Soviet is
tantamount to political death, the Bangladesh public
has proved surprisingly responsive to Gorbachev's
messages of arms control and denuclearization.

Nevertheless, the chronic problems of famine, flood-
ing, rampant population growth, and attendant politi-
cal instability dictate Bangladesh’s foreign policy.
Dhaka must concentrate on obtaining as much foreign
aid as possible and maintaining sufficient internal
stability to prevent Indian intervention, while using
Chinese friendship to balance New Delhi’s influence.
Western aid to Bangladesh makes up 54 percent of its
total foreign assistance, and further assistance from
the West is channeled through multinational organi-
zations. The USSR, which accounts for less than 3
percent of Dhaka'’s foreign aid, could increase its
contribution but is highly unlikely to do so sufficiently
to replace Western influence. Indeed, when visiting
Dhaka in May 1987, Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister
Rogachev _admitted that, despite all the
public fanfare Moscow was making about increasing
aid to South Asia, no grants would be forthcoming,
only loans and expanded trade agreements. Moreover,
Bangladesh’s strong Islamic culture breeds a funda-
mental antipathy towara Communism, severely limit-
ing CPB popularity, and placing what amounts to a
ceiling on the extent of Dhaka’s ties to Moscow.

Nepal

Like Bangladesh, Nepal also faces serious problems of
poverty and potential instability—though not to the
same extent. For Kathmandu, however, the major
factor affecting its relations with the USSR is not aid,
but its precarious gecpolitical position between China
and India. Although the Himalayas act as a wall
bordering China, entry from India is relatively open,
and Nepal’s rivers run from the Himalayas into India.
Geography has thus dictated that nearly all of Nepal's
trade must move through India. New Delhi can
intervene easily in the kingdom should it choose to,
while China would have a much more difficult time

bringing its strength to bcar.-

The 1950 security treaty between Nepal and India
confirms this uneasy position.

Birendra is faced with the dilemma of being beholden
to those he considers his greatest external threat. This
fact dominates Nepalese foreign policy. Kathmandu
was particularly disturbed by India’s dispatch of
troops to Sri Lanka in 1987 and the Maldives in 1988
in response to domestic unrest. It viewed these actions
as manifestations of Indian expansionism, which set a
precedent uncomfortable for Nepal. King Birendra’s
solution for this predicament has been to reinforce
friendship with China and to promote the idea of
declaring Nepal a Zone of Peace, something he first
proposed in 1975. The proposal finds little favor in
India, where it is seen as an attempt to nullify the

S, __

provisions of the 1950 treaty-

Until very recently, Nepal seemed to be the exception
that proved the rule of Soviet South Asian foreign
policy. Despite the presence of Soviet troops in Af-
ghanistan and harsh Nepalese criticism of the Soviet
occupation, Nepalese officials had for some time
expressed interest in improving relations between
Moscow and Kathmandu. Little progress was made
because Kathmandu demanded Soviet support for the




proposed WNepal Zone of Peace as a prerequisiic for
warmer relations, and Moscow refused in deference to
India. In 1987, the Soviets secured New
Delhi's approval to announce that they would consider
the proposal and would encourage the support of
certain of their East European allies. This gesture led
to Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister Rogachev’s visit to
Kathmandu in May 1987, and it seemed to clear the
way for the long expected visits to Moscow by the

King of Nepal and his Foreign Ministcr‘_

Since the beginning of 1989, however, events seem to
have placed any further thaw in Soviet Nepalese
relations at least temporarily in suspense. India was

outraged to discover that Nepal had_bought
arms from China, and, i y

mmmIndian diplomats have indicaiea tnat
the “'special relationship™ between Nepal and India is
at an end. As a result, Moscow scems to have shelved
its plans for expanded ties to Nepal.
the Soviets have again
postponed Nepalese Foreign Minister Upadhyaya’s
trip to Moscow so as not to offend the Gandhi

government. I

Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka shares the disadvantages of Nepal and
Bangladesh—poverty, instability, and a worrisome
proximity to India—but has historically maintained
very close ties to the United States and the West as a
counterweight to India. Colombo receives the vast
majority of its aid from the West and strives to
maintain Western interest in Sri Lanka, but this
relationship can only slightly offset Indian pressure.
President Premadasa is generally suspicious of India
and the USSR and would prefer the United States as
Sri Lanka’s “protector,” but he is practical enough to
recognize that geography dictates otherwise. Of even
greater significance, Premadasa also realizes he needs
the continued support of the Indian Peace-Keeping
Force to secure domestic stability, and he might be
willing to explore the possibility of replacing lost UsS

aid with Soviet funds-

Sri Lanka is too isolated, too far from the USSR, too
peripheral to Soviet interests, and too central to
Indian policy for the Soviets to pursue 2 relationship

much distinct from that with New Delhi.-

Reverse Blank

as long as India supported the Tamil insurgents,
the USSR likewise supported opposition clements on
the island; but, when India assumed the role of
mediator to the dispute in 1985, aid from Moscow
abruptly ceased. In 1987, just before the Indian
intervention, Soviet First Deputy Foreign Minister
Vorontsov ensured the Gandhi government that it had
the Soviet Union's unconditional support in Sri Lan-
ka. Throughout the occupation, Moscow has publicly
followed New Delhi’s line and has given the impres-
sion that it considers Sri Lanka entirely India’s

business S

Outlook
Dhaka, Kathmandu, and Colombo all echo Moscow's

desire to improve relations. For this reason alone,
some progress is likely to be made in the future.
However, the growth of Soviet influence will be
limited because Moscow can afford to offer very little
of what these countries want and because it will
probably avoid seeking a high profile in the smaller
states that might jeopardize its standing with New
Delhi. In recent years, strains have surfaced in the
Indo-Soviet relationship, and the small South Asian
states are too inconsequential to Moscow to justify
provoking a disagreement that could further erode a
relationship so important to Soviet foreign policy. The
likely outcome is friendlier relations between Moscow
and the smaller South Asian states, but no major

breakthroughs.-




